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On the 13th of June 2012, the new museum currently under construction in the Cultural District of Hong Kong, M+, announced a major gift by Uli Sigg, the Swiss collector of Chinese contemporary art. The gift, we were told, will form the founding collection of the new museum in Hong Kong. The gift has been valued by the museum at HK$1.3 billion (US $163 million)​[1]​. The actual gift will comprise 1,510 works in total, from 320 artists, of which 47 works – mostly from the Cultural Revolution - will sold to M+ for the sum of US $22.7 million. However, the above information is rarely discussed in art historical narratives. Art history as a discipline pays relatively little attention to financial transactions in its interpretations of modern and contemporary art. 
Art historical narratives focus on art objects and their historical context with the implication that in choosing to discuss an art work it is likely to be either already considered part of the canon of art, or in an attempt to argue that it should be part of the canon. However, whilst art historical accounts may include discussion of exhibitions and curatorial practices that led to the work's visibility and its inclusion in the canon, they rarely include discussion of the role of contemporary collectors and the art market in general. The canonical works, it is assumed, are canonical on the basis of their artistic merit and relevance which in the case of public exhibitions and public collections justifies public funds. This could be measured by the number of publications and exhibitions alongside the critical coverage they receive, the number of people attending the exhibitions and the debate generated by it all, including academic debates where art historians discuss the artist, the works and/or the exhibition. More recently, even social media and internet sites could be taken as a measure. However, the role of contemporary collectors and the art market in general is rarely discussed or even acknowledged with the implied claim that the artistic and cultural value of the work cannot be reduced to its monetary value and the two systems of value operate on parallel spheres never to meet in the finite world. This essay seeks to rethink the role of contemporary collectors in the process of establishing artists and their works and ensuring their place in the art canon through the case study of the collection of contemporary art from China by the Swiss collector Uli Sig. 

Art History on Gift, Barter and Monetary Exchange of Art
The academic discipline of art history was established in the context of Enlightenment and modernist discourse which implicitly borrowed from anthropology a developmental historical account of social transactions progressing from gift and barter economy to money economy. It is precisely because modern and contemporary social transactions were defined as monetary transactions that discussions of the art market and private collectors are excluded from the discourse of art history. Gift systems were seen to typify 'primitive' or 'archaic' cultures, barter practices which exchanged specific objects with other objects, were at times conflated with gifts and at times seen as midway towards the development of monetary system in which abstract money is the medium which allows impersonal exchange of goods and services. This account could be seen to be implied, or explicitly argued, by many late 19th and the early 20th century in different academic disciplines, including art history. 
In his book Elegant Debts: The Social Art of Wen Zhengming (2004), Craig Clunas argues that narratives of the history of art are built on the refusal of the social world of reciprocity and obligation. The book argues that Wen's work is presented by him in each case as a work done for someone and on a specific occasion, in each case Wen presents them as 'the clearing of an “elegant” or “pure” debt' (Clunas, 2004, 8). By neglecting to acknowledge the 'obligation system in which Wen and his works operated – making use of this information only as 'background' context – art historical narratives distort the context in which Wen operated and thus our understanding of works by masters of the Chinese Ming Dynasty and especially of the works of Wen Zhengming himself. Clunas argues against modern attempts to impose the subject position 'artist' on Ming masters such as Wen assuming that the subject position 'artist' was available in China at the time and thus that Wen's work can be interpreted in the same way as modern European artists. Clunas thus argues that in order to understand the works we need to interpret them not in the context of the European concept of art and the subject position of 'artist' but in the social world of reciprocity and obligation which governed Chinese Ming Dynasty. Clunas' book goes on to argue that Ming Dynasty China followed earlier practices where reciprocity is one of the founding principles which establishes social hierarchy. Clunas explains that in China the obligation to give and receive might stretch 'from the emperor down to the common people', but it was not appropriate for them to give and receive the same things (Clunas, 2004, 12). Clunas book is thus structured on the basis of the Chinese traditional/Confucian articulation of 'Five Relationships' and argues that gift giving which is obligates the recipient to receive and reciprocate should be seen to establish the hierarchical structure of: ruler-minister, father-son, elder brother-younger brother, husband-wife and friend-friend. Since gifts can take the form of art works, Clunas interprets Wen's works as part of the very structure of social, moral, political and economic practices of exchange. 
Clunas' argument is interesting, He is trying to recover/establish the status of 'art' to Wen's works, but in the context of art history. Clunas' argument is in the context that Wen's art works do not normally feature in art history since they fall outside the historical narrative. Clunas is seeking to 'return' them to the historical narrative. It is precisely because they are perceived as 'outside history' that anthropology can then a-historically import the subject position of 'artist' in order to justify their monetary value in Western markets. To do this, Clunas utilises examples where contemporary debate on the 'gift' are utilised by art historians to interpret European works of the same historical period. In so doing he attempts to insert Wen's works into art historical narratives and overcome the difficulty of their value being conflated with money. He thus offers several examples of art historians who have published art historical interpretations which explicitly make use of gift relationship. For example: Michaelangelo and colonna, gift practices of the medieval French court and gifts of drawings in baroque Italy (Clunas, 2004, 11). It is in this context, utilising anthropological debate which has been applied to art historical narratives interpreting European art works of the same period that Clunas attempts to (re)gain, or (re)establish, Wen's works as art works, albeit in the Chinese, not the European, context. Clunas' point is that art works were produced in both Europe and China at the same time as part of a complex set of social practices involving exchange and reciprocity. Whilst Clunas does not comment on contemporary works the implied claim is that this is in contrast to more recent works where a distinction can easily be made between art works which end up for sale at the art market and art works produced for art institutions and/or  exhibitions. 

To gain further understanding of why this distinction applies to the modern world it helps to look at Georg Simmel's 1896 essay translated as 'Money in Modern Culture'. Here, Simmel's focus is on what he perceives as the break from pre-modern social and economic practices to the modern use of money. According to Simmel, 
The medieval guild included the entire person; a weavers' guild was not an association of individuals that only pursued the mere interests of weaving. Instead, it was a living community in occupational, social, religious, political and many other aspects. 
In contrast to this unity, the money economy has now produced innumerable associations which either only demand financial contributions from their members or proceed merely in terms of monetary interest (Simmel, 1997, 244-5), 
Simmel argues that pre-modern practices of gift and barter established communities, albeit through hierarchical social relations. Hence his claim that such societies formed a unity. By contrast, he argues, monetary exchange which is impersonal and as such leads to fragmentation of the social world. Money, he argues, 'produces both previously unknown impersonality in all economic ownership and an equally enhanced independence and autonomy of the personality (Simmel, 1997, 244). Though Simmel acknowledges that his account of modernity also allows for greater freedoms and autonomy of individuals, he does present the pre-modern world of unity nostalgically as a world lost.  For Simmel, the interdependence of personality and material relationships typical of barter (and/or gift exchange) economy, is dissolved with the introduction of an abstract concept of mediation in the form of money economy. Money, he says, 'fosters a distance between personality and property by mediating between the two' (Simmel, 1997, 244). In his famous essay 'The Metropolis and mental life' Simmel adds that 'money is concerned only with what is common to all: it asks for the exchange value, it reduces all quality and individuality to the question: How much? (Simmel, 1997, 176). Simmel goes on to add that money economy is typified by 'production for the market', but this market is composed of 'entirely unknown purchasers who never personally enter the producer's actual field of vision (Simmel, 1997, 176). It is easy to see how the above could be implicitly absorb into narratives of art history and why discussions of the role of 'money economy' which imposes a quantitative value on art works can be seen to be problematic for art history. 
According to Simmel, the difference between gift/barter economy and money economy is that the former is personal and the latter impersonal. A similar argument which focuses on the gift (rather than barter) can be found in In Marcel Mauss' famous book The Gift: The Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic Societies (1925). Mauss argues, like Simmel, that archaic societies operated through social practices of gift economy and such practices are no longer operating since the introduction of money. Like Simmel, Mauss also sees gift exchange as historical and like Simmel he also argues that despite the autonomy and freedoms gained through monetary exchange both mourn the loss of the earlier practices be they gift exchange or barter. Like Simmel, Mauss also argues that the practice of gift exchange does not separate exchange and social life. In his Introduction to his book he argues that practices of gift exchange are a 'total social phenomena' and they cover all aspects of social life and they form a type of contractual morality (Mauss, 1990, 3). Moreover, he claims that there is anthropological evidence to claim that
...it is not individuals but collectivities that impose obligations of exchange and contract upon each other. The contracting parties are legal entities: clans, tribes and families who confront and oppose one another either in groups who meet face to face in one spot, or through their chiefs, or in both these ways at once. Moreover, what they exchange is not solely property and wealth, movable and immovable goods, and things economically useful. In particular, such exchanges are acts of politeness: banquets, rituals, military services, women, children, dances, festivals, and fairs, in which economic transaction is only one element, and in which the passing on of wealth is only one feature of a much more general and enduring contract. Finally, these total services and counter-services are committed to in somewhat voluntary form by presents and gifts, although in the final analysis they are strictly compulsory (Mauss, 1990, 3).
Mauss clearly argues that the exchanges that take place immediately also establish values and at the same time establish social relations, social hierarchy and communities, all at once. Without such practices, according to Mauss, there will be no communities and no social relationships. Unlike Simmel who sees a clear break between pre-modern societies and modern societies, Mauss argues that practices of gift and exchange are still operating today. For Mauss, albeit as traces in our practices. Money, he argues, 'still possesses its magical power and is still linked to the clan or to the individual. The various economic activities, for example the market, are suffused with rituals and myths. They retain a ceremonial character that is obligatory and effective. They are full of rituals and rights'. (Mauss, 1990, 72). Though Mauss is analysing practices of 'primitive' societies with the implications that they are not modern societies, he is also suggesting that his finding can inform an analysis of modern society where money is the visible mediation of exchange. Though Mauss, like Simmel, argues that archaic societies lacked the complex legal and political structures which makes it possible for all value to be reduced to quantitative value expressed through money, Mauss also argues that traces of these practices still inform modern practices. 
Art history is one discipline which provides an interesting case study to test whether in modern society all value can be reduced to money by looking at works of art. For example: does the structure of the art market justify the claim that art works are reduced to monetary value? It is often claimed that the role of auction is to reduce the value of the art work to what seems like unpredictable and irrational monetary value established at auction. However, when the structure of the art market as a whole is examined it is clear that the practices and structures of the art market are considerably more complex. As Olav Velthuis has shown in his book Talking Price: Symbolic Meanings of Prices on the Market for Contemporary Art (2005), prices of art works are not fixed and it is actually difficult to understand the art market if value is understood purely in monetary terms. Moreover, as I show below, the exchanges that take place are not limited to money, nor is the value of the object sold as art work is reduced to monetary value. It is sold as art work precisely because it claims value other than monetary. At the high end of the market – where art works are either part of the canon, or about to enter the canon – there are no fixed abstract prices for abstract persons, precisely because the value of the work is not reduced to its monetary exchange. For example, dealers will sell to major public Galleries art works by emerging artists at a fraction of the price they will sell the same work to a relatively less known collector and may well not offer the work to a buyer who is not a known collector. Whilst art historical accounts often assume a separation between the monetary value of contemporary art and its artistic and aesthetic value, the structure and practices of the art market do not fully justify this distinction. The structure of the art market is no less hierarchical than that of public art institutions and exhibition structures. The two are not identical and cannot be reduced to each other, but it would be a mistake to ignore either in any interpretation of contemporary art.
The separation between gift/barter practices and monetary exchanges is only problematic to the extent that the three (or two) economies are seen to be in historical succession mapped on a linear 'developmental' chronological narrative which insists that each economy is historically specific and cannot co-exist at the same time. In what follows I want to use Simmel and Mauss' arguments and show that this misunderstanding stands in the way of incorporating the contemporary art market and the role of collectors into art history proper. By ignoring the role of collectors and the art market in our interpretation of art works we also miss the opportunity to develop a fuller understanding of the value of modern and contemporary art, in this case: contemporary art from China in the Sigg collection and beyond. 

The new Museum, M+
On the 13th of June 2012 – some 15 years after Hong Kong's sovereignty was handed over, or returned, to China - M+ announced the agreement over a major gift by the Swiss collector of Chinese contemporary art, Uli Sigg. The gift of 1,510 works in total has been valued by the museum at HK$1.3 billion (US $163 million), including the 47 works for which the museum will pay the sum of US $22.7 million, will form the founding collection of M+. Thus, the agreement signed involves both economies: gift and monetary exchange. It is crucial for the argument below that the two economies are inseparable, they are part of the total exchange agreement. 
The agreement over the above gift followed decisions which took place four years earlier. in June 2008, the year of the Beijing Olympics, the Hong Kong government launched its major commitment to art and culture. It announced the plan to build a cultural centre in West Kowloon and dedicate the area as Hong Kong's Cultural District. The financial commitment to art and culture were estimated in the region of HK$ 21.8 billion (US$ 2.8 billion), an unprecedented sum to be spent on culture and the arts for a city that historically was famous for its financial, not artistic and cultural activities. This ambitious expenditure on art and culture declared in 2008 needs to be seen in the context of Beijing's expenditure on art and culture in the same year. In his essay 'Government, Business, and People: Museum Development in Asia', Hing-Kay notes that the Chinese authorities  accompanied the opening of the 2008 Olympics with huge expenditure, nearly 30 new museums were constructed solely for the 2008 Olympics. Moreover, Shanghai's political mission was to build a hundred new museums by 2010, (Hing-Kay, 2009, 266). Added to this was the creation of the cultural district '798', which was quickly turning into a commercial district with shops, cafes, and commercial galleries. Hing-Kay also suggests that West Kowloon Cultural project forms part of a series of attempts by the Hong Kong government to seek new economic solution for the city in the wake of the devastating economic failures of 1997 (Hing-Kay, 2009, 268). However, he argues , this approach may be difficult for Hong Kong since 'visiting museums is definitely not an everyday activity among the public' (Hing-Kay, 2009, 269-70). Moreover, he argues 'a city like Hong Kong, which has a short history and a relatively small art community, works available for collection are limited. […] It is practically impossible to fill such huge museum space, unless substantial funding is provided for the purchase of collections, within and beyond Hong Kong' (Hing-Kay, 2009, 270). 
Whilst both China and Hong Kong might present their expenditure under the claim that cultural investment has economic potential and will thus return the financial investment and more, it will be naïve to assume that this was the sole motivation of their spectacular investment on art and culture at the specific historical juncture. Hing-Kay does note that the proposal for M+ acknowledges that 'investment in the arts in Hong Kong is not entirely demand led, it is focused more on supply-led and vision-driven', (Hing-Kay, 2009, 277). He adds that 'art is about visions and dreams, about fulfilling dreams and dreams yet unfulfilled. In West Kowloon we have once again declared our dreams' (Hing-Kay, 2009, 277). For Hing-Kay the value of museums lies in their capacity to act as are 'a symbol of civility and modernity', he aligns his dream with that of Hong Kong's investment in M+. However, his comment that art is about vision and dreams is more helpful here. It is precisely the reason why Hong Kong's attempt to assert its identity as an autonomous region in 2008 included the plan for an ambitious cultural centre. China's investment in museums, so far, does not include an approved, so called 'National collection' of 'contemporary art' on par with National Galleries of modern and contemporary art in the 'West', such as MOMA NY or Tate Modern. Instead, the plurality of museums are displaying a plurality of artefacts, often with the explicit aim of generating commercial activities through tourism and leisure activities, whilst at the same time also displaying modernity and civility. West Kowloon's Cultural Centre promises M+ to be closer to  galleries of modern and contemporary art in the 'West'. Shortly after announcing the plan for a Cultural Centre, the Hong Kong authorities appointed the Swedish curator and director Lars Nittve as its Executive Director. Nittve was an internationally well known museum director, curator, art critic and writer who was previously the founding director of Tate Modern in London. As such, the museum declared its 'dream' in line with other major museums of contemporary art. China's dream  was articulated by Xi Jinping in the same year as Hong Kong signed the agreement over the Sigg collection. Xi's dream for China does not include accepting Western approaches to modern and contemporary art.

The Case Study of Uli Sigg
On accepting the role of Director and looking for appropriate purchases and donations Nittve approached Uli Sigg. By 2012 works from the Sigg collection had been shown in exhibitions round the world. Moreover, Sigg repeatedly said in numerous interviews that his collection should one day return to China. His intention is to repatriate the collection and donate it to a public museum/gallery in China. It is well known that Sigg made several attempts to persuade the Chinese authorities to accept the gift of his collection for display in a public museum, but his attempts were unsuccessful. However, under the directorship of Nittve Hong Kong was happy to accept the Sigg collection as their founding collection of contemporary art from China. This may look like a sheer coincidence of a collection to fill the museum. However, the acceptance of the gift also brings obligations. It was clear to the Hong Kong authorities that China refused the gift. In accepting the gift of what is effectively a collection of contemporary works from China, Hong Kong will be identifying itself as China, but as autonomous region which supports Western approaches to art and culture. Moreover, it will also be committed to align its vision of China with that of Sigg as the collector who decided what should and what should not be included in his collection.
Sigg argues, in his many interviews and some of his exhibition catalogues, that his collection of contemporary Chinese art reflects the history of China since the Cultural Revolution and should thus reside in China. It belongs, he insists, to the people of China who might one day wish to acknowledge it as their history and would thus miss the material evidence of this period of history. Nittve was aware that Sigg was looking for a permanent home for his collection in China, he was also aware that unlike some collectors, Sigg rejected the idea of preserving it in a private museum. A private museum will keep the collection as the property of its owner(s), rather than the people. Hence, Sigg was looking for a Chinese public museum to accept his gift and house his collection turning it in the process into a public collection. M+ agreed for the collection to be the founding collection of the museum. Moreover, M+ will be contractually committed to display a selection of the work from the collection for the first 3 years utilising 5,000 square meters of exhibition space. This will ensure full exposure to the collection in a Chinese public museum. The museum will also display the works as 'the Sigg collection' and the works will be accounted for as a donation. The acknowledgment that the collection is a donation, as Mauss argued above, does come with obligations on both sides. It is the status of gift which would confer status on the collection, the individual works, the donor, the museum, the city and much more. It will thus also raise obligations which are beyond the financial and legal obligations inscribed in the contract of exchange between the two parties. 

The Sigg Collection
Uli Sigg was born in 1946 in Lucern (Switzerland). His father held a leadership position in a Swiss industrial group and after completing his studies and gaining a doctorate in law from the university of Zurich he worked as a journalist and editor for various Swiss newspapers and magazines. From 1977 to 1990 he joined the Schindler Group where he held the positions of Area Manager for Asia Pacific and in 1979 came to China to establish the lift business there. This coincided with Deng Xiaoping open door policy and the development of urban China. High rise buildings required lifts and the business grew parallel to the rapid Chinese urban development introduced by Deng Xiaoping.
His business success in China was rewarded. Sigg became a Member of the Group's Executive Committee and was on the Shareholders' Board. By 1995 he was invited to serve as Swiss Ambassador to China, North Korea and Mongolia for four years. By the end of his diplomatic term he returned to Switzerland and served on the board of a number of global companies. He made use of his business knowledge and experience in China to offer business consultation to several global companies as well as Chinese companies. He is still member of the executive Board of the media group Ringier, on the advisory Board of China Development Bank and several others. 
According to Sigg, he started collecting contemporary art when still a student in Zurich. Hence, whilst in China, he followed the art scene there. However, he says, 'I did not collect  any work then since I was looking for leading contemporary art as I had studies it in the West, and for a long time I could not find art of this kind' (Sigg in Pi Li (ed), 2014, 120). However, by the early 1990's Sigg tells us, 'I discovered that no one – neither individuals nor institutions – had been collecting Chinese contemporary art in any but purely random manner. Consequently I changed my focus from that of a private collector searching for works according to his personal taste, to one an institution might have: attempting to mirror the art production of the experimental artists living in the People's Republic of China (PRC) chronologically, and across all media' (Sigg in Pi Li (ed), 2014, 120).
It was during the early 1990's, once he was able to travel more freely and without escort that he was able to give more time to his interest as a collector and acquire art works. Deng Xiaoping 'open door' policy continued to support some level of official art and art institutions, but it was on a much more limited scale. Art as education and communication was not seen as priority in Deng's focus on the modernisation of China through a form of 'privatisation'. For Deng, artists and most workers in the creative industries should join the opportunities made possible by the 'open door' policy and find funding from the public interested in consuming such works. However, at the time there was no indigenous Chinese public for art works which for the past 30 years or so were entirely supported by the state. This meant that many artists found themselves, without means to support their artistic work. However, a market did develop in the early years, it was composed of foreign business people, foreign correspondence or diplomats. This market had a vision of what it expected: it looked for artefacts which could function as souvenirs to be taken home as a personal memory of their time in China. This market also had an expectation of what they will purchase as artefact and what they will purchase as art. Artists who chose to earn their living outside the official system and/or teach in art schools, worked on addressing the expectations of their new market. However, the official art institutions did not consider such works as art since they addressed what they considered as 'Western' taste. 
By the 1990's Sigg was able to travel freely and he tells us in many of his interviews that he became friendly with some of the artists. In those early days, he says, artists were happy to exchange works of art with electrical goods not available in China, books and various services such as drawing contracts and translations. According to Sigg, he acquired many of the works in his collection this way. An exchange was taking place, but money was not necessarily the medium through which such exchanges took place. In the absence of of organised opportunities for artists here was a collector ready and interested in acquiring their works. Hence, as Sigg tells us in his numerous interviews, word got round and artists introduced him to other artists and his network of artists grew and widened further.
Sigg claims that the main aim of his collection 'is to represent the impressive breadth and depth of Chinese experimental art rather than single works or single artists. It is intended as an Encyclopedic documentation, referencing Chinese experimental art production in this specific period and to form, in its current state, a solid base for further collections' (Sigg in Pi Li, 2014, 120). Moreover he goes on to argue, the collection 'invites a critical reflection on the short history of contemporary art in China and cultivates lucid insight into Chinese society in a historical period that, in retrospect, will be considered very important' (Sigg in Pi Li, 2014, 120). However, this was not necessarily the view shared in China during the 1990's and beyond.
Sigg claims to have started collecting not on the basis of Western criteria but purely 'what Chinese artists in general were doing' at the time. Since there was no organised art market or exhibition outlets to replace the public funding previously available for artists through the Communist Party and/or the wider government and party's arms, it is not surprising that from Sigg's perspective here was a very special environment in which artists could produce work without having to attend to the demands of external pay masters and thus the work produced was 'pure' creation. Here are artists operating without the constraints of the art market and as such their works are likely to 'express' their 'creativity' in a way that artists elsewhere were unable to do. This is of course very much a Western modernist perspective which separates art from the market and values works which could claim to be produced as 'personal expression' rather than addressing a market. It overlooks of course the fact that Sigg himself was one such external pay master, albeit not always using monetary transactions. The works were at times acquired through gift giving exchange, for example: art materials or electrical goods exchanged for a painting. However, even if monetary exchange did take place, it was only possible alongside a more complex social exchange, for example, knowing that the work might join a serious collection likely to be promoted, prices and type of work will be appropriate to the gain both artist and collector looked for.
Sigg tells us that he did not start collecting works until the 1990's since what he saw in the 1980s 'was clearly derivative of Western concepts'. But once his collection could be seen to be constructing a chronological development of works he decided retrospectively to acquire examples of earlier works in order to fill in the chronological gap between the Cultural Revolution and the present. His collection today holds possibly over 2,000 works in all involving the work of at least 325 artists. The collection is composed of roughly 60% paintings, 20% installations and some 20% photographic and video works. Though paintings and 2D works dominate, the large proportion of lens based, video works and installations are not typical of many private collections. It is more common for collectors to limit their collection to paintings which are seen to be more stable, easier to store and display and likely to keep their value over time. The Sigg collection include works which are difficult and very expensive to store and exhibit, either because of their size, material or content. For example, it includes Yun Yuan and Peng Yu Civilisation Pillar (2001-2005) a column of human fat. Sigg insists in many of his interviews that he acquired work mostly from artists he met in their studio and he generally kept in touch with most. As their work developed he helped them find international dealers and receive invitations from international curators and gallery owners. This was attractive to the artists who were in response willing to give him, or sell him, work they might otherwise keep for exhibitions or public institutions whilst his overall collection benefitted  from the rise in publicity and other forms of prestigious exposure. 
Since an indigenous Chinese market addressing what were to become the growing middle class in China did not develop until much later, Sigg saw a relatively long period during which he could collect work with relatively little competition. Meanwhile, Sigg has been actively and strategically publicising and promoting his artists and art works in his collection on a scale not seen before. By the mid to late 90's Sigg was actively seeking major curators to help settle obligations of gift giving at the same time as publicise the artists and their works in the collection and in so doing promote the collection. Harald Szeemann was invited by Sigg to Beijing and consequently decided to include 20 Chinese artists in the 1999 Apperto at the Venice Biennale. 
In addition, in 1998 Sigg established the Chinese Contemporary Art Award Association which was responsible for running the award for Chinese artists every two years. It was yet another opportunity to invite the most established and respected people in the field – mostly Western or Chinese working in Western art institutions - to become judges of the award and in so doing also introduce them to the artists and art works in his collection. At the same time it also gave him an opportunity to acquire works from emerging artists by providing a platform to which emerging artists could aspire. Past judges included Harald Szeemann, Hou Hanru, Ai Weiwei, Li Xianting, and Gu Zhenqing. The close ties he developed with some of the artists whose work he collected could be rewarded by inviting them on the panel and at the same time it allowed him to develop close ties with well established and emerging international curators who would ensure his collection gained wider exposure and greater recognition. By the mid 1990's the artists in his collection had agents and dealers managing their sales and exhibitions and the global art market began to extend into China. Between 2012 and 2013 both Sotheby's and Christie's obtained licences to hold auctions in mainland China and China developed its own auction houses. 
Sigg advocated the works and ensured that at least a proportion of the works in his collection have been widely exhibited in major public institutions and publicised throughout the world and at least 10 exhibitions dedicated to his collection alone. In most cases Sigg was present at the opening giving countless talks, interviews and simply being around supporting the opening and getting to know the curators and other relevant figures who might support his project. Most exhibitions were accompanied by large size catalogues including substantial essays by major figures in the field. Added to this are countless additional interviews, some of which are available on-line others printed as books, introduction to books and most recently collated into a film about his life and work. 
Sigg insisted in many interviews that the collection should one day return to China. Some three months after the donation to M+ was announced Sotheby's Magazine presented its version of the events:
long known for his comprehensive collection of Chinese contemporary art – perhaps the largest in private hands – Uli Sigg recently gave away most of it to Hong Kong M+ Museum. To the bewilderment of Sigg... this bold philanthropic gesture has landed him in the eye of an art world storm. […] he would have expected the gift, which will bring 1,463 works by Chinese artists to the attention of an international audience, to create a buzz in the Hong Kong and Western press, but the surge of negative comments on mainland Chinese websites 'seems to have had more impact'... (Sotheby's Magazine, 2012). 
It appears that once news of the gift faded in Western media, online speculations questioning Sigg's motives began to go viral in mainland China. Some asked why Sigg's donation included a cash purchase by the museum of 47 historic works from the late 1970's to the 1980's for the sum of HK$ 177 Million (US $22.7 Million) in addition to the outright gift. If the collection is given as a gift why did the museum pay for some of the gift? Others demeaned the quality of the collection and raised question why Sigg did not donate the full collection but kept a significant number of works. Sigg's response, reported by the press was that in China there is no tradition of donation. Whilst at the time China was still developing a legal system that would facilitate Western style exchanges, the internet debate went beyond the legal and financial exchanges in the form of donation. At issue were the obligations brought about by the gift. 
As shown earlier in the context of Clunas' book Elegant Debts, China has a very long tradition of gift giving. Moreover, this long tradition is so deeply rooted in all aspects of life and at every level of social, political, professional and familial relations that it survived the Communist Revolution, even the Cultural Revolution. It is still very much alive, as can be seen in the way in which Sigg acquired much of his collection, and much much more. After living in China for nearly 20 years this could not have escaped Sigg's attention. It is likely that Sigg assumed, like Simmel and others, that gift giving belongs to pre-modern societies. He presented his donation as a monetary legal exchange where obligations are inscribed in legal documents, albeit knowing full well that such legal documents do not cover the range of obligations generated by the gift exchange. However, from the Chinese perspective, whilst gift giving is an everyday practice in China, the gift must be proportionate to the obligation it generates. The Sigg's collection may well have been seen to impose obligations which are unacceptable, not only by the authorities of the People's Republic of China – who refused the donation - but also by a proportion of people in China. The Sigg collection of art works from China is presented as 'contemporary Chinese art', it presents a historical narrative and a set of values which for some are values imposed from the West, rather than organically grown in China. If the gift is to be accepted, so might the obligation to accept the historical narrative it presents and the sets of values it establishes. By accepting the 'gift' the Chinese people, it was probably felt, will be compelled to accept the narrative which the collection imposes: the history of modern art in China. Since this narrative is necessary also establishing a value system, if only in its choice of which are the 'significant' works of the period as chosen by a Swiss collector, this may well have seemed unacceptable for some. 
Sigg must have been aware of the implications of his gift in China. His comments that his early 'purchases' of art works in China were not monetary transactions but a form of gift giving demonstrates that he knew how gift giving operates in China. The works he acquired in the early days were often paid in kind: the gift of a fridge, a heater, oil paints, art materials, books and other services from commercial contracts to invitations to exhibit in outside China. Sigg is aware of the demand for reciprocation once a gift is accepted a the hierarchical social bond is generated. His comment may well imply a difference between the Western legal act of donation and the traditional practice of gift giving, but is the former merely financial? I have tried to argue that the distinction is much more complex and will reward further discussion.
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^1	 	My thanks to Sylvia Schlegel who helped gather much of the data and analysis on the Sigg collection.
